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Preface

On September 1, 2010, the American Film Institute welcomed the forty-first class of the AFI Conservatory. This opening day for America’s future storytellers included the screening of a new film, Love and Other Drugs, and when the lights came up, the creative ensemble—all of whom are AFI alumni—took to the stage: Ed Zwick, director, producer, writer (’75); Marshall Herskovitz, producer, writer (’75); Pieter Jan Brugge, producer (’79); Steven Rosenblum, editor (’76); and Steven Fierberg, cinematographer (’95).

The view from the audience was seminar enough—that the tradition captured in these pages had been reborn in a new generation. It was not lost upon the filmmakers that their move from the audience to the stage was a seed planted years ago at AFI.

These treasures are preserved and presented here through the passion of George Stevens, Jr., the founding director of the American Film Institute, who continues to support the organization’s mandate by bringing the words and the wisdom of our nation’s storytellers to all who love the movies. A light should also shine on the contributions of Jean Picker Firstenberg, who served as director of AFI for over twenty-seven years. In her first year of this extraordinary tenure, Jeannie created a permanent home for AFI high in the hills of Hollywood. And, finally, I would like to acknowledge the trustees, faculty and staff of AFI, each and all who believe in the singular power of the moving image: that it is more than amusement or amazement, but an art form—one that records America’s cultural legacy.

Bob Gazzale
President and CEO, American Film Institute


Introduction


We are beginning here today a Center for Advanced Film Studies that will entrench itself in the film present and provide new talent for the film future … I believe that while it may not be possible to train people to make films, it is possible to create a climate in which people can learn to make films, where aspiring artists can absorb, in a relatively short, intensive period, insight that others have wrested from the experience of an entire career.

—George Stevens, Jr.
September 29, 1969



In 1970 Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., the eminent historian who was a founding trustee of the American Film Institute, described the place of motion pictures among the arts in America in this way: “Film is the only art in which the United States has made a real difference,” he wrote. “Strike the American contribution from drama, painting, music, sculpture, dance, even possibly from poetry and the novel, and the world’s achievement is only marginally diminished. But film without the American contribution is unimaginable.” Schlesinger’s thesis crystallized the feelings that led me to invest myself in AFI’s founding. It was a reminder that the motion picture had been the most potent vehicle of the American imagination and deserved to be preserved and nurtured in the country of its birth.

The men who made the movies that inspired Schlesinger were pioneers who came to the new medium with no models to look to and no formal training for the tasks at hand. D. W. Griffith, Buster Keaton, Charlie Chaplin, King Vidor and their contemporaries came to moviemaking with experience in the theater or vaudeville, or in some cases with no dramatic experience at all, and they figured out how to use cameras and film to tell compelling stories. It was an era of breathtaking innovation, and the people who worked alongside these men in a thousand apprenticeships were to become the directors, writers, cameramen and technicians who would be the mainstays of a burgeoning new art, telling stories and exploring the mysteries of American life.
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Greystone in Beverly Hills, California, was the home of the AFI Conservatory from its opening in 1969 until 1981, when AFI acquired land and moved to a permanent campus in Hollywood. (photo credit itr.1)



Woodrow Wilson was the first president to screen motion pictures in the White House, and in 1915 when he saw D. W. Griffith’s epic The Birth of a Nation, he observed, “It is like writing history with lightning.”

Half a century later, on September 29, 1965, another American president, Lyndon Johnson, stood in the Rose Garden of the White House and declared, “We will create an American Film Institute that will bring together leading artists of the film industry, outstanding educators and young men and women who wish to pursue this twentieth-century art form as their life’s work.” I watched that day as Johnson put his pen to the law that established the National Endowment for the Arts, the organization that would foster the creation of the American Film Institute.* As founding director of AFI, I shared with my fellow trustees the dream of creating a conservatory that would be a bridge between the study of film and the filmmaking profession.
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The founders of the American Film Institute at Greystone in 1969. Roger L. Stevens, founding chairman of the National Endowment for the Arts; George Stevens, Jr., founding director of AFI; Gregory Peck, founding chairman; and Sidney Poitier, vice chairman. (photo credit itr.2)



On the night we opened the Center for Advanced Film Studies in 1969, Harold Lloyd screened his classic comedy The Freshman, then met with the “fellows” who had come to AFI to learn filmmaking. Lloyd’s seminar was an historic first step toward a tutorial tradition at AFI in which master filmmakers would pass their knowledge and experience to the next generation. The setting was the stately stone mansion in Beverly Hills called Greystone, which had been the home of E. L. (Ned) Doheny, Jr., son of E. L. Doheny, the oil baron who was involved in the Teapot Dome bribery scandal of the 1920s. The younger Doheny and his secretary-chauffeur were found dead in one of the bedrooms in what was reported as a murder-suicide, a tale of intrigue worthy of a school for storytellers.

Lloyd was accompanied by his close friend King Vidor, and that night these accomplished and gracious men in their seventies set the tone for the AFI series that continues today as the Harold Lloyd Master Seminar Program. In the audience that night were young people in their twenties, the first class of eighteen AFI fellows, which included Terrence Malick, Paul Schrader and Caleb Deschanel, who would soon embark on film careers of their own.

James Powers, a correspondent for the Hollywood Reporter, described that first night in an article, “Film Institute Bows with Harold Lloyd and The Freshman”:


It is as old as Socrates, of course, the method that Stevens and the institute have chosen to preserve and regenerate the most American of arts. The institute calls it a “tutorial” system. Most of the young filmmakers are already expert in the technical aspects of their craft. By exposure to the great figures of Hollywood film, they will be inspired and propelled into doing something with that craft.



Jim Powers’ enthusiasm for the concept led me to hire him to head the seminar program. You will see Jim’s name listed as the moderator of many of the seminars.

This book follows an earlier volume, Conversations with the Great Moviemakers of Hollywood’s Golden Age at the American Film Institute, published by Knopf in 2006, in which we presented the seminars of Lloyd and Vidor, as well as Hitchcock, Hawks, Huston, Walsh, Wyler, Wilder, Stevens, Lean, Capra and others of what might be called filmmaking’s first generation. Martin Scorsese described the book as invaluable for those “who want to learn about movies and to those of us who may want to recharge our batteries and look to the masters for inspiration.” The director Alexander Payne was at AFI in 2011, and halfway through his seminar he took a copy of Golden Age from a bag beside his chair, saying to the fellows, “The most valuable thing I can say here today is read this book. I turn to it constantly. You learn film history and film technique from the true giants.”
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Federico Fellini (left) came to AFI to discuss Fellini Satyricon on January 12, 1970. He was joined by Anthony Quinn, who starred as Zampano, the brutish circus performer in La strada, and seminar host, George Stevens, Jr. (photo credit itr.3)
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Frank Capra answers questions by AFI fellows in the main seminar room at Greystone, May 1978. (photo credit itr.4)



I decided to do Conversations at the American Film Institute with the Great Moviemakers: The Next Generation because so many found the first book valuable. With this volume we move beyond the formative era of the golden age into a generation of filmmakers whose careers began in the second half of the twentieth century, and in many cases extend into the new millennium. The first book was confined to directors, cameramen, two screenwriters and a producer. This volume includes directors, producers, writers, actors, cinematographers, a composer, an editor, an experimental filmmaker and a film critic, reflecting the range of creators who have participated in more than 2,500 seminars at AFI over the past forty years.
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George Stevens, Jr., in the entry staircase of Greystone in 1976 with producer Martin Manulis, who served as director of AFI West from 1974 to 1977. (photo credit itr.5)



One reason why these seminars are so informative and stimulating is because at the AFI Conservatory the questions are asked by aspiring filmmakers who intend to spend their lives making films. Their curiosity bends toward craft—they are more interested in how things are made than in what things mean. Picasso said that when critics sit around they talk about aesthetics, but when artists sit around they talk about turpentine. Turpentine is the topic at AFI. Walter Gropius, the founder of the famed Bauhaus school of design in Germany, declared that “the artist is the climax to the craftsman.” Although the fellows at the Conservatory aspire to be artists, their training is focused on craft.

When the pioneers of the Golden Age were growing up, there were few films to watch and certainly no film schools, and when feature films burgeoned they were silent—stories told with pictures and no dialogue. So each of these storytellers came to moviemaking knowing that story and character must be revealed visually. When sound came along, Hitchcock offered his famous complaint that most talkies were “simply photographs of people talking.”

The men and women you will meet in this book grew up watching movies with sound. They studied motion pictures, seeing them first in theaters, and then—many of them—in film school. They were influenced by the films and filmmakers that preceded them in a way that the earlier generation was not, and in recent years they have had unimpeded access to the full spectrum of world cinema on video and DVD.

The most valuable learning experience in the early years of the AFI Conservatory took place in two screening rooms at Greystone, where 35mm prints were shown daily, providing fellows the opportunity to view films as they were intended to be seen. One week it would be the work of Preston Sturges and the next the films of Jean Renoir, or a series of Howard Hawks pictures shown before the man himself gave a seminar. “I thought for sure I’d died and gone to heaven,” David Lynch wrote of the experience. “At AFI all day the greatest cinema played in the Great Hall. And we listened to filmmakers—foreign voices along with powerful American voices.” All these years later I still recall those screenings and the vitality of the discussions with the fellows afterward. It was instructive and inspiring to study the best work from the past, classic films not yet accessible on video and DVD.

There is a significant difference between seeing a masterwork on a large screen in a room with others and seeing it alone on a television monitor or a laptop, and it is unfortunate that today so many people gain their first impression of films on a small screen rather than from the larger-than-life experience in a theater. When one studies the appraisals of vintage films by film critics, or tracks reviews in the blogosphere, I often wonder if the writers have ever seen the film they are describing as it was designed to be presented. Peter Bogdanovich believes that many young people don’t appreciate films made before the sixties because they’ve never had a proper look at them. “If you don’t see a film on a big screen you haven’t really seen it,” he wrote. “You’ve seen a version of it, but you haven’t seen it.” Manohla Dargis, a film critic of The New York Times, reported how one observer characterized the sensation of seeing films at the 2010 Cannes Festival: “The projection alone can seem worth the trip, and usually on screens so large they remind you of when movies were bigger than you, bigger than life.”

THE NEXT GENERATION

I wrote a paper in grammar school on Eadweard Muybridge, the nineteenth-century British photographer who presented successive still photos of a running horse to create motion, an illusion that relied on the concept of “persistence of vision” that led to moving pictures being projected at twenty-four frames a second so the viewer would perceive continuous motion. As I studied the men and women in this book it occurred to me that persistence of vision is a shared quality that has enabled them to sustain long and distinguished careers. They worked in challenging times when film studios were losing their dominant position and moviemakers were forced to set up pictures independently. The directors in this book were often, or always, also producers of their films—responsible for creating their own opportunities, making deals, managing their productions and enlisting actors who would attract financing. Many of the actors started independent production companies. In the golden age, the studios had stables of stars under contract, so that actors had less control over their careers and it was much easier to cast leading roles. If Jimmy Stewart wasn’t available, there was Fonda or Cooper or Wayne or Cagney or Bogart or Tracy or Gable, all of whom were making several pictures every year.

I remember when my father was about to begin shooting Shane with Montgomery Clift and William Holden in the leading roles, Clift suddenly bowed out, followed by Holden. Paramount was all set to postpone the picture when my father went to studio head Y. Frank Freeman’s office and asked to see the contract list he kept in his left-hand drawer. Dad glanced at it and said, “You have a commitment with Alan Ladd. He’ll be fine as Shane. And you have pictures with Van Heflin, he can play the Holden part. And Jean Arthur has always been good for me. She can play the woman.” The picture was cast in ten minutes and shooting started several weeks later.

By the seventies, not only had the studio contract system disappeared, but actors like Beatty, Eastwood and Redford, and later Costner, Gibson and Clooney, who had the star power to get pictures financed, decided to become director-producers, making one picture every two or three years and taking themselves off the market for other directors. Robert Towne describes in his seminar the value of movie stars in getting quality films launched and overcoming studio interference. Speaking of his long association with Warren Beatty, Towne observed, “You could be even bolder because you were backed by movie stars who were invested in the movie getting made. As long as they were on board, the film would get done.”

I hope aspiring filmmakers find that the knowledge offered in this book removes some of the mystery about the process and will inform their own work. AFI encourages collaboration, and many graduates find that the relationships they develop with colleagues at the Conservatory continue throughout their careers. Many of the people in this book are linked by intersecting paths and describe working with one another. Peter Bogdanovich, John Sayles and Robert Towne all got their first jobs with Roger Corman, and Bogdanovich formed a film company with Billy Friedkin. Towne was on the set with Arthur Penn on Bonnie and Clyde, and Meryl Streep worked with Alan Pakula, Sydney Pollack and Nora Ephron.

A major evolution in American motion pictures was sparked by two of the directors in this book who were frequent collaborators. When Jaws opened in 1975, Steven Spielberg gave us the summer blockbuster, with Universal shipping hundreds of prints around the country backed by a huge national marketing campaign. And when George Lucas launched Star Wars two years later, the tentpole concept was born, which led studios to look for pictures that could be serialized and provide opportunities for merchandising and the creation of theme parks, which in turn led to the arrival each summer of successive versions of comic-book-based action franchises, effects-driven fantasies and animated films for families. Soon box-office reporting, for which Variety had always been the source, became a regular feature in The New York Times and other major newspapers. And as the stock prices of major entertainment companies become ever more dependent on summer blockbusters with global appeal, the funding of mainstream films for adults becomes more problematic.

I find common cause between the filmmakers of the Golden Age and those presented here. The art and craft of telling compelling stories on the screen have not changed. We discover in these seminars the ways in which some of the foremost contributors to modern filmmaking created their most appreciated and enduring works. A young filmmaker who digests these concepts and insights will develop a solid understanding of the creative process, one drawn not from theory but from practical and proven experience. Veteran director Robert Altman suggests the job of the director is to establish an atmosphere where the actor feels safe, an objective echoed by newcomer Darren Aronofsky, as well as by actors Jack Lemmon, Gregory Peck and actor-director Sidney Poitier. Poitier makes a point of never giving an actor instructions within earshot of the other performers. Peck says the head should control the heart, while Lemmon seeks a spontaneous environment on the set where everything is up for interpretation guided by a director who is open to suggestions. Peck wasn’t bothered when William Wyler demanded forty takes on a scene, but Morgan Freeman says that if a director wants more than three takes he should tell him what’s wrong. Penn, Pollack and Sayles all urge aspiring directors to study acting to better understand the needs of the actor. And while the films of Sayles and Neil Simon couldn’t be more different, both read the lines of each character aloud while writing their screenplays. Penn, Pollack and Alan Pakula, men whose careers began in and around the theater in New York, place an emphasis on the psychological inner lives of their characters and expect considerable character development during shooting. Pakula says he loves surprises on the set, while Penn looks for “controlled accidents” that will enhance the film.

Robert Towne’s key for lucid dramatic narrative is a simple one: “You need to know what those characters want and what they don’t want, what they’re afraid of and what they’re not afraid of.” Paul Schrader advises aspiring writers to return to the campfire and learn to tell the story of their screenplay in conversation, alert to the response of listeners, so that in each iteration the story will become sharper and more dramatic. He looks for that complicating “piece of sand in your oyster” that can be transformed into cinematic metaphor, while Nora Ephron speaks of the “little ghost that flies away” to explain how the idea in the writer’s head is displaced in a blink of the eye by the reality of actors on the set.

A motion picture is a shotgun wedding between art and commerce, a theme that emerges in many of the seminars. Penn, Pakula, Pollack, Bogdanovich, Sayles and writer-producer Larry Gelbart talk about the tension between filmmaker and studio, with each one stressing the importance of maintaining control over the screenplay, shooting and editing. Penn urges the fellows to break the rules and put a personal stamp on their work. Spielberg’s seminars at AFI took place early in his career and he provides a fascinating perspective on how a young filmmaker builds a career, which in his case turned out to be one of the most illustrious in cinema history.

Shirley Clarke and Ed Emshwiller represent filmmakers who worked apart from the organized industry, creating films very personal to themselves. They describe the burden of financing one’s own work and the satisfaction of having complete control of the result. But it is, perhaps, from George Lucas that we learn the most basic lessons: believe in your own ideas, ignore the critics and never give up sequel or merchandising rights.

Former fellows who once listened to and questioned the AFI seminar guests are now making films of their own, and many of them speak of the insights offered and the lessons learned from the seminars. Many of today’s best cinematographers are AFI alumni, including Janusz Kaminski, whose seminar is in this book, and Robert Richardson, Juan Ruiz Anchía, Wally Pfister, Matt Labatique and Caleb Deschanel. Directors from the AFI Conservatory include David Lynch, Darren Aronofsky and Paul Schrader, who are in the book, as well as Edward Zwick, Carl Franklin, Terrence Malick, Marshall Herskovitz, Leslie Linka Glatter, Mimi Leder, Todd Field, Patty Jenkins and Rodrigo García. Their achievement is part of the harvest of the tutorial idea encompassed in the Harold Lloyd Master Seminar program.
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Robert De Niro talks with AFI fellows at Greystone, November 1980. (photo credit itr.6)



Credit for AFI’s success and the success of AFI graduates is widely shared among many people who devoted themselves to making the Conservatory a vibrant place to learn about filmmaking. One man, however, merits special mention. Toni Vellani served AFI from 1968 until his death in 1989, and he more than anyone else shaped our training concept. Many AFI graduates credit Toni with their understanding of how to tell a story and still live by his rigorous demand that they define and understand the “premise” of their films. One fellow recalled, “The question I dreaded hearing from Toni Vellani was, ‘What is the premise of your story?’ That question meant that on some fundamental level my film had failed. It failed because, in Mr. Vellani’s opinion, I hadn’t conveyed to the audience what was driving my story, or why the audience should care.” Toni died too young, but not before nourishing a generation of fine filmmakers.
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Antonio Vellani joined AFI in 1968 and served as associate dean of the Conservatory beginning in 1971 and later as its director until his death in 1989. The fellows valued him as a mentor who understood the craft of narrative storytelling. (photo credit itr.7)



Other members of the faculty in my era at the American Film Institute were James Blue, Frank Daniel, Jan Kadar, Martin Manulis, Jim Silke, and Bob Blumofe. Later, under Jean Firstenberg’s leadership, Frank Pierson was a mainstay and Robert Mandel, an AFI graduate, became dean and still serves in that capacity under AFI’s new president, Bob Gazzale.

At AFI we have always emphasized the art of film, while recognizing that it is also a business. Many of the artists in this book have succeeded financially, but not all. When Orson Welles received the AFI Life Achievement Award in 1975, he had fallen on hard times. He was broke, with several films incomplete or abandoned. In presenting the award to Orson, I quoted John Ruskin, who observed a hundred years earlier that many of the most enduring works of art and literature are never paid for. “How much,” Ruskin asked, “do you think Homer got for his Iliad? Or Dante for his Paradise? Only bitter bread and salt and walking up and down other people’s stairs.” This too is part of AFI’s teaching. In the final analysis, it’s the work that counts—and may every AFI fellow aspire to a legacy as rich and lasting as that of Orson Welles.
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Orson Welles accepting the AFI Life Achievement Award, 1975. (photo credit itr.8)



I offer my heartfelt thanks to the men and women whose seminars are in this book for their generous commitment of time and energy in coming to AFI to meet with the fellows, and for the many pleasures their films have brought to me and so many others around the world.


* In his remarks Johnson also called for a National Theater, a National Opera Company and a National Ballet. The American Film Institute was the only one of these ideas to become a reality.






My films are scripted. I use improvisation as a tool during the rehearsal period before we shoot, but basically, once we start shooting it’s a very set thing. Improvisation is misunderstood. We don’t just turn people loose.

ROBERT ALTMAN
(Born in Kansas City, Missouri, 1925—Died 2006)



Robert Altman became one of the most accomplished filmmakers of his generation, but his pathway to making features was a long and winding one. After flying fifty bombing missions as a B-24 co-pilot in the Army Air Corps, he returned to his native Kansas City, where his father was a prosperous insurance man and amateur gambler. He spent the next decade shooting documentaries for a local industrial company before heading for Hollywood in 1955, where he made The Delinquents in 1957. He spent another decade directing television shows, including Maverick, Peter Gunn, Route 66, Bonanza and Alfred Hitchcock Presents, before making Countdown in 1968, a low-budget story of the first flight to the moon starring James Caan and Robert Duvall.

Once Altman started making features, the skills he acquired on television sound stages enabled him to become one of Hollywood’s most prolific directors, displaying the widest range of subject matter and style. That Cold Day in the Park with Sandy Dennis in 1969 wasn’t well received, and his career had stalled when he was offered M*A*S*H, a script that had been passed over by many leading directors. Altman, at age forty-five, placed his stamp on the story of an army field hospital during the Korean War, creating a box-office hit and capturing the Palme d’Or at Cannes, five Oscar nominations, and Best Picture of the Year recognition from the National Society of Film Critics.

Altman liked to have several stories moving at the same time. He favored overlapping dialogue and he was more interested in characters than plot. “I look at film as closer to painting or a piece of music,” he once explained. “It’s an impression of character and total atmosphere—an attempt to enlist an audience emotionally, not intellectually.” He followed M*A*S*H with hits and misses like Brewster McCloud, McCabe & Mrs. Miller, Images, The Long Goodbye, Thieves Like Us, California Split and then, in 1975, one of his career triumphs, Nashville. Set during the last five days of a fictional presidential primary, Nashville interwove the stories of twenty-four characters in the music business and showed off many of Altman’s favorite performers, including Elliott Gould, Lily Tomlin, Julie Christie, Shelley Duvall and Keith Carradine. Roger Ebert wrote that after seeing the film, “I felt more alive, I felt I understood more about people, I felt somehow wiser.”
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Robert Altman on location in Vancouver for McCabe & Mrs. Miller in 1971. (photo credit col1.1)



Between 1976 and 1990, Altman made fourteen pictures including Buffalo Bill and the Indians, 3 Women, Popeye, Come Back to the Five and Dime, Jimmy Dean, Jimmy Dean, and Vincent and Theo. His career received a shot in the arm with The Player, the sardonic look at Hollywood based on Michael Tolkin’s novel, a film that earned him his third Oscar nomination for Best Director and the award for Best Director at Cannes. It was followed by Short Cuts, for which he took Raymond Carver’s writings as a point of departure and earned a fourth Oscar nomination. Then came seven films in six years, including Prêt-à-Porter, The Gingerbread Man and Dr. T and the Women, none of which matched his most admired work.
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Altman applies makeup to Keith Carradine on the set of Thieves Like Us (1974). (photo credit col1.2)



Throughout his career Altman jousted with studios and sometimes with collaborators. He angered screenwriters when he said: “Many writers have hard feelings about what I do to their scripts, but my idea is, it’s not their script. Their script is my tool to work with—I don’t owe them an apology.”

Altman had to fight to get his films financed, often pressing his vision in ways that put his career at risk. He was known for his irascibility and hard drinking and found it difficult to convey his concepts to studio heads. “When I explain what I want to do,” he told The Washington Post, “they can’t see it, because I’m trying to deliver something they haven’t seen before.”

Hollywood honored the iconoclastic director with an honorary Oscar in 2006. In accepting it on national television he revealed for the first time that he had received a heart transplant ten years earlier.

In 2001, Altman made Gosford Park, an elaborate, multilayered murder mystery filmed in an elegant English manor house with an ensemble cast of England’s finest actors. It was the third-best box-office outing of his career and earned seven Oscar nominations, including Best Director and Best Picture. He received the Golden Globe for directing Gosford Park.

Altman came to AFI and spoke with the fellows following a screening of Gosford Park.




ROBERT ALTMAN
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December 18, 2001*

I saw in the Gosford Park production notes that you passed out etiquette books to the upstairs people.


We had three technical advisors. We had a butler, a housemaid and a cook who were all in their mid-to-late eighties and who, during the period of our film, which is set in the early thirties, had all worked in service. The maid, a woman named Violet, had worked at Chequers, which is the prime minister’s residence, and also for Bernard Shaw. They were there to assist the actors. I’m a foreigner making a film about English manners, which is a little presumptuous and arrogant of me, so I wanted to be sure that we got it right. And the actors all wanted to get it right. We found out in doing this that most of these films you see from England about this sort of thing aren’t right at all. In the first half of the twentieth century you had these estates with maybe forty servants for a family of six. You had these two totally separate societies going on. That’s really the reason we made the film.

What we found is that most of these people worked in an average of two households their entire life, and none of these houses were run in the same way. There were certain protocols that were similar, but when somebody would say, “Oh no, they never served this with so-and-so,” it became clear that in another house they did things completely differently.



Except for cigars and brandy after dinner?


That’s always the same. And get the women out of the room.



I wonder if there is any particular reason why you’re drawn to stories with large ensemble casts.


It’s a caprice of mine. I can give you a lot of quick answers. I made a film called Secret Honor which had one character, Richard Nixon. I’ve made films with only a few characters. 3 Women comes to mind. But generally I like to see a lot of stuff going on. A glib answer I have, which is true, is that if a scene doesn’t work I can always cut away and go to something else. I’m finding that large casts seem to hurt a film commercially. These are not date films. It’s not Julia Roberts and Richard Gere and a few people, which is what I think most people want in a film.



Did you find it different working with British actors as opposed to working with an American ensemble?


Yes. I never saw an agent. Nobody ever came and argued about how big somebody’s trailer was. They all got paid the same. They all had a great time doing it. It was the best experience of my life. An actor like Alan Bates, who worked ten weeks on the film, was there an average of four and a half days a week for the first six weeks. He was standing way in the background in every shot. I don’t think he had a scene. It was the same with Derek Jacobi, who played a really small part. He was there for all that time. That kind of thing couldn’t happen in America.



Was it more fun working “upstairs” or “downstairs”?


I enjoyed both equally. They divided themselves into two groups and kept themselves kind of automatically separated. It was a lot of fun.



Could you describe the process you use with actors as you work on their performances?


Well, I don’t have much to do with the actor’s performance. When I cast a film, most of my creative work is done. I have to be there to turn the switch on and give them encouragement as a father figure, but they do all the work. If an actor comes to me and asks, “What exactly should I do when I come in that door?” I’ll say, “Have you thought about wearing cowboy boots instead of those slippers?” I’ll say anything except answer their question directly, because the minute I’ve narrowed the 360-degree possibility down, they’re not creating things themselves, and I’m doing the work. I want to see them do the work. All I’m trying to do is make it easy on the actor, because once you start to shoot, the actor is the artist. I don’t say, “Here’s the way I want it done,” because I want to see something I’ve never seen before. How can I say what that is? I’ve got to let them know that if they stretch and they do something that’s bad, I’m not even going to show it in dailies. The actors in Gosford Park all took care of themselves.

As a director, I have to give them confidence and see that they have a certain amount of protection so they can be creative. The actors know that even though they don’t get paid well, they trust that I’ll let them do the creative work. I let them do what they became actors for in the first place: to create. And I not only let them do it, I insist that they do it. That’s what I do in setting the thing up, and they do the rest. Actors tend to police themselves. The more of them there are, the easier it is to manage. If there are six actors, one of them isn’t going to come in and misbehave, because the other five are going to beat him up. I work hard to try and create a family atmosphere. The first thing I do is get a place to see the dailies. I encourage everyone to watch them. You find that the actors start rooting for each other when they find out they’re not in competition.
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Altman (right) with Michael Gambon (far left) and Emily Watson, shot Gosford Park (2001), often using multiple cameras in manors in England and at Shepperton Studios. (photo credit 1.1)





Did you have any rehearsal time on Gosford Park?


I never had a full quorum together, but I would meet with the actors and offer all this research and the technical advisors we had available, and encourage them to do as much work as they wanted to.



Where did the idea for the film come from?


Bob Balaban has been a friend of mine for many years. He’s sort of a Renaissance man. He’s an actor, a director, a producer. He does everything, and he and I were talking one day. He said, “I wish we could do something together. Could my company develop something for you?” And I said, “Well, I’ve never done a whodunit.” I’m not very original. I mean, I’ll take a genre that’s comfortable and then go in and just kind of tilt it a little bit. Bob said, “What do you mean?” I said, “You know, the big house and all the people coming to shoot pheasants, and there’s a murder and the like.” We started describing the film as Ten Little Indians meets Rules of the Game, and then got Julian Fellowes to write a script. The next thing I know we’re shooting it.



I’m curious about the process in the larger scenes when there’s so much action in both the foreground and the background. Are you using two cameras?


I used two cameras almost all the time except when the room was so small we couldn’t get two cameras in. I arbitrarily had them moving, with no particular purpose. That wasn’t new. I lifted it from myself, from The Long Goodbye where the camera was always moving without purpose. I did it in Gosford Park because these wonderful English period films like Brideshead Revisited or the Merchant-Ivory films are so formal and their speech is all so precise. I thought, “You know, I don’t believe that’s the way people really behaved.” I just wanted to make it sloppy. I didn’t want to have nice formal two-shots and singles and that sort of thing, so we just kept the camera moving. The standard thing with a film like this is a guy sitting watching television who gets up to go open a beer, and then comes back and he says, “Did she kill him yet?” He knows he’ll be shown the important stuff in close-up three times. But I wanted to put the audience on notice, right off the bat, that they have to pay attention or they’re going to miss something. Some of the punchlines are done on the backs of people when they’re leaving the room, like Maggie Smith when she says, “I haven’t got a snobbish bone in my body.” The more people I had in the scene, the easier it was for me to orchestrate, because all those actors could take care of themselves. We’d say, “Everybody just get in the room and go where you think you would be,” and they’d just start moving. The more of that kind of thing I had to do, the more of it was done for me by the actors and the easier it was. We have created this film in a way that if you like it, you really have to go back and see it again and you’ll see a different film. Once you know all of the mandatory things about who did it or who didn’t do it, it becomes not so much a whodunit as a why-didn’t-they-do-it-earlier. Or who-cares-who-did-it. I just really wanted the audience to have to turn their necks and work rather than serving it all up for you.



Is the overlapping dialogue also something you leave to the actors?


If you’ve got fourteen people at a dinner table, it seems to me it’s pretty unlikely that only two of them are going to be talking.



Can you talk a little bit about the casting process?


For a film like this I had to have half the actors be people you recognize so you could tell them apart. If I had the finest talent in the world and you had never seen any of these people before, twenty minutes into the film you’d say, “I can’t stay with this. Who’s who?” Even now it’s hard to keep the upstairs people really separate and know exactly what their relationships are. But it’s not really that important. Hopefully you’ll say, “Ah, there is a story going on between these people,” and you kind of figure it out, much like if you go to a party. You spend four hours at a party with twenty people, sixteen of whom you’ve just met for the first time. Then you go home and say, “What did he really do?” “Which one?” “The tall guy smoking a cigar …” I know that’s not the way to make a hit picture, but I say this truthfully: I’m not interested in making a hit picture. I’m interested in making the picture I made, and I hope people respond to it. I think I’d be late for work if I started doing one of these things that was all laid out for you.



Did you have specific actors in mind when the script was being written?


No, but the casting process took a long time because I was careful that if I got a tall guy, I also got a short guy. If I got a heavyset woman, I also got a skinny woman. I wanted to be able to tell them apart. We did go after people like Maggie Smith. When you see Maggie Smith you invest your own knowledge of her. You know that this is Maggie Smith. It helps the audience keep track.



Could you talk about the process of adapting literary works for the screen? The Long Goodbye and Short Cuts are especially interesting in terms of both the faithfulness to the text and where they veer off from the original.


The Long Goodbye was from a script by Leigh Brackett. It was presented to me but I said, “I’m not going to do Raymond Chandler and Philip Marlowe.” They kept pressing me on it so I read the script. At the end of it, Philip Marlowe pulls out a gun and blows Terry Lennox away and walks off down the road. I said, “Okay. I’ll do this, but I want in the contract that the studio can’t change this ending.” We shot the structure of Leigh Brackett’s script, but the dialogue became something the actors pretty much improvised as we went along. The credit on Short Cuts says, “Based on the stories of Raymond Carver.” We took great liberties with that. His widow, Tess Gallagher, worked on the film with us and it’s just thick with Raymond Carver. And yet there’s only one story that’s really his, the one about the little kid getting hit by the car and dying. That was the closest to any of his stories, though there were pieces of the others everywhere. There’s a scene where there’s a guy with his kid walking down the street pushing a bicycle and he’s been beat up. Nobody focused on it, it’s just background action, but it’s one of Carver’s stories. We got a lot of heat from Raymond Carver fans just as we had done from Raymond Chandler fans who said, “You changed the book.” Well, we didn’t change the book. We made a film that was inspired by those things.
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Cinematographer Vilmos Zsigmond and Nina Van Pallandt with Altman filming The Long Goodbye in 1973. (photo credit 1.2)



You have a reputation for being totally improvisational and just making it up as you go along.


Let me clarify what I just said. My films are scripted. I use improvisation as a tool during the rehearsal period before we shoot, but basically, once we start shooting it’s a very set thing. Improvisation is misunderstood. We don’t just turn people loose.

I had this project called The Chicken and the Hawk, which was about World War I flying. It was a comedy with a big ensemble cast. It would have been incredibly expensive and nobody really responded to it. I think I was the fifteenth director they offered M*A*S*H to. I didn’t think the script was very good but saw I could take this attitude I wanted to use in The Chicken and the Hawk and put it into M*A*S*H. So I said okay. I went up to San Francisco where there was an improvisational theater group I knew about, with a bunch of crazy people on the stage doing whatever they wanted to do. I hired them all as extras before finding out you can’t hire extras for a studio film unless each one has a proper character name. So I rewrote the script so that each one of these people had one line, which qualified them as actors. If you ever look at M*A*S*H you’ll see in the opening credits it names Donald Sutherland and so forth, and then it says “And introducing,” followed by about twenty-five names. They became the core background to the film, and that’s where the improvisation happened.



Over the years you have moved further and further away from linear plots.


I do that purposely. I’m more interested in the impression of a character and the atmosphere than what actually happens. I want to make films that the audience can respond to emotionally, but not articulate anything like, “I don’t think that guy would have done that under these circumstances.” I don’t want to deal with that. I think the reason may be the length of time I spent in television dealing with hundreds and hundreds of stories. Boy, you just knew why everybody did everything.



How do you keep your spirits up on the set?


I like what I do and it’s never a chore. I’m always excited by it. I would rather be doing that than anything I can think of. So I’m having fun, and that really is the word for it.



When you see one of your pictures today and you’ve got some distance from it, is there anything you want to change?


No. It’s like having a child. Sometimes you wish that he were a little taller or not quite so fat or those kind of things, but you tend to love your least successful children the most. I love every film I’ve made, and when people say, “Jesus, that wasn’t a very good one,” I say, “It all depends on how you look at it.” I’m always shocked when I finish a film and show it and they don’t make me king of the world. But then recently when I saw who they did make king of the world I said, “Thank God for that. I don’t ever want to make that picture.”



Your films have a light touch, but at the same time tell dark stories. Is that hard for the audience?


I know that the commercial problem with the films I make is that you’ve got to see them twice. The first time you’re doing the whodunit thing. You’re saying, “Oh, I betcha she’s going to go in there! Oh, she didn’t go in that door!” So you’re missing a lot of the details. The second time you know whodunit, so you’re able to look in the corners. It becomes a much better piece of work.



I would think that would give your pictures a long life.


The marketplace is almost impossible for me now because everybody reports how much money a film made. I find it just mind-boggling that such things are talked about.



At least it ought to be in the business section, not on the arts pages.


That’s exactly right. It’s really hard to get an adult audience out to the theater. Most adults say, “Oh, God, I hear that’s pretty good. I’ll wait until it comes out on video.” And that’s really what we’re facing now. The release of the film is a trailer for the video sales.



And there is tremendous emphasis on youth. Do you think that the pendulum’s going to swing back?


I don’t think there’s a prayer. It’s too easy to see a film at home. Why should an adult couple get in their car and drive? They can just say, “Oh, what will we rent tonight?” And the video store orders are in direct ratio to how much money the film made. I did a film, The Gingerbread Man, and it didn’t gross anything, so they didn’t produce many copies to go into the stores. But they stock lots of copies of Tom Cruise’s Top Gun, which did an enormous amount of money. If you come in and say, “I want The Gingerbread Man,” they say, “We’re out of it.” That store knows that you’re going to pick up something else so they don’t care that they don’t have it.



What would you say are important films for us to watch?


An important film is one that affects me at a certain time in my life. The first film I saw that suddenly made the difference to me between “movies” and “film” was David Lean’s Brief Encounter. I saw it and I thought, “Wait a minute. What am I doing here, in love with a girl who wears sensible shoes?” And I suddenly realized the power of it. It just hits you. And The Treasure of the Sierra Madre. I was just gaga over that film. So you’ll see things during your life as your mind is growing and you’ll go, “Wow. This is really something.” They literally change your life, because they alter your attitude. If you look at one of these films forty years from now, it will still have an effect on you.

To me it’s the process that’s most important. It’s the experience of getting a bunch of friends building this incredible sand castle. You finish it and have a beer and watch the tide come in and pretty soon it’s all gone. But it remains in your mind, so you go home and say to your friends, “Come back next Saturday and we’ll build another one.” There’s a lot of grumbling and one guy says, “Well, next time I’m not doing towers. I’ll do the moat.” But that work you did—the construction of whatever it was—endures only in the minds of people. Mainly yourself.



That’s fairly Eastern. Very mystical.


Eastern United States … New York.



One of the advantages of working with a studio is that you have all the things you need to get into production. But you’re kind of out there on your own. How do you do it?


Well, I’ve been doing this for a long time and, for some reason, I’ve just always operated this way. I run into people who say, “You really had some tough times and it’s really difficult for you.” But I don’t think there’s a filmmaker alive, or who ever lived, who’s had a better shake than I’ve had. I’ve never been without a project and it’s always been a project of my own choosing. So I don’t know how much better it could be. I have not become a mogul, I don’t build castles and I don’t have a vast personal fortune, but I have been able to do what I’ve wanted to do and I’ve done it a lot.



What is your advice for us young filmmakers going out into the world?


I’ll give you the same advice I gave my children: never take advice from anybody.



I noticed you had to have a backup director for Gosford Park.


Stephen Frears was gracious enough to back me up, though he was never on the set. At my age they won’t let me make a film unless there’s somebody that will back me up because they think I’m going to croak on the set.



And Bob, by the way, that’s probably how you’re going to go.


I hope so.
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Films as Director


1957 The Delinquents (also producer and screenplay)

1968 Countdown

1969 That Cold Day in the Park

1970 M*A*S*H Brewster McCloud

1971 McCabe & Mrs. Miller (also screenplay)

1972 Images (also screenplay)

1973 The Long Goodbye

1974 Thieves Like Us (also screenplay)
California Split (also producer)

1975 Nashville (also producer)

1976 Buffalo Bill and the Indians, or Sitting Bull’s History Lesson (also producer and screenplay)

1977 3 Women (also producer and screenplay)

1978 A Wedding (also producer and screenplay)

1979 Quintet (also producer and screenplay)
A Perfect Couple (also producer and screenplay)

1980 HealtH (also producer and screenplay)
Popeye

1982 Come Back to the 5 & Dime, Jimmy Dean, Jimmy Dean

1983 Streamers (also producer)

1984 Secret Honor (also producer)

1985 O.C. and Stiggs (also producer)
Fool for Love

1987 Beyond Therapy (also screenplay)
Aria (also screenplay)

1990 Vincent and Theo

1992 The Player

1993 Short Cuts (also screenplay)

1994 Prèt-à-Porter (also producer and screenplay)

1996 Kansas City (also producer and screenplay)

1998 The Gingerbread Man

1999 Cookie’s Fortune (also producer)

2000 Dr. T and the Women (also producer)

2001 Gosford Park (also producer and screenplay)

2003 The Company

2006 A Prairie Home Companion (also producer)



Altman also directed documentaries, movies for television and episodes of television series, including Alfred Hitchcock Presents, 1957–58; Whirlybirds, 1959; The Millionaire, 1959; U.S. Marshall, 1960; Bonanza, 1961; and Combat, 1962–63.


* Carolyn Pfeiffer moderated this seminar. The transcript also contains segments from seminars Robert Altman gave at the American Film Institute on December 4, 1974, and September 8, 1999.






I guarantee actors that they’ll never be embarrassed. They may see really potentially ugly parts of themselves, but they’ll be incredibly truthful. Once you have that trust they will give it to you.

DARREN ARONOFSKY
(Born in New York City, 1969)



After studying at Harvard University and the AFI Conservatory, Darren Aronofsky embarked on a course of independent filmmaking in 1993 that eventually led to The Wrestler and Black Swan—films that earned critical acclaim for him as a director and major awards for Mickey Rourke and Natalie Portman. Aronofsky, who was raised in a Conservative Jewish family in Brooklyn and studied anthropology and biology before settling in to pursue his interest in motion pictures. He received his MFA from AFI and was later awarded the institute’s Franklin J. Schaffner medal for his professional achievements.
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Darren Aronofsky with Ellen Burstyn on the set of Requiem for a Dream (2000). Burstyn received a Best Actress Oscar nomination for her performance. (photo credit col2.1)



His early films were personal quests, with years spent securing funding from friends and investors, a process through which he gained control over his work. His first full-length film, Pi—a thriller centered on a paranoid mathematician who believes he has discovered a numerical code that can explain everything in creation—was financed to a large extent with hundred-dollar donations. It was shown at Sundance in 1999, where Aronofsky received the directing award for a dramatic film. He next worked with author Hubert Selby, Jr., on a screenplay from his novel of love and addiction, Requiem for a Dream, which became a film starring Jennifer Connelly, Jared Leto, Marlon Wayans, and Ellen Burstyn, who received an Academy Award nomination for Best Actress. Aronofsky said that what he saw in Selby’s work was a story that is completely human but takes you to the darkest place imaginable. With The Fountain he set out to create an allegory of eternal life, a love story spanning ten centuries for which he set “the ridiculous goal of making a film that would reinvent space without using CGI.” Brad Pitt was set to play the lead in a $70,000,000 Warner Bros. production but dropped out when Aronofsky refused to rewrite the script. After a long hiatus Hugh Jackman and Rachel Weisz came on board in a more modestly budgeted production to portray lovers whose devotion spans a millennium. Aronofsky’s longtime cinematographer, Matthew Libatique, believes that the lower budget produced a better result: “I think the streamlining of the film helped us tell the story more effectively. It’s been stripped down to its core, to what it’s really about: a search for immortality, when the truth of life is mortality.”
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Aronofsky with Mickey Rourke on the set of The Wrestler (2008). “Mickey Rourke doesn’t rehearse. I mean, between ‘Action’ and ‘Cut’ we had a great time—it was getting Mickey to ‘Action’ that was the real work.” (photo credit col2.2)



Aronofsky engaged Robert Siegel to write The Wrestler, about an over-the-hill wrestler with a hearing aid and a steroid habit, Randy “the Ram” Robinson, who undergoes a life crisis when he suffers a heart attack. He bypassed major stars who were interested in playing the leading role, insisting on using Mickey Rourke even though it made production financing more difficult. He guided Rourke through a performance with co-star Marisa Tomei that earned both actors Golden Globe and Oscar nominations. Rourke won the Golden Globe, and The Wrestler was awarded the Golden Lion at the Venice Film Festival.

In 2010, after years of false starts, Aronofsky filmed Black Swan, which received five Academy Award nominations, earned him a nomination for direction, and provided Natalie Portman with an Oscar for Best Performance by an Actress in a Leading Role. Both The Wrestler and Black Swan featured characters who seek perfection using their bodies, placing unusual physical burdens on the actors. Aronofsky saw similarities in the roles, saying, “Whether you’re an aging fiftysomething-year-old wrestler at the end of your career or an ambitious twentysomething-year-old ballet dancer, if the characters are truthful to who they are the audience will connect.” He says he learned a great deal from the actors about “opening yourself up to the kind of discoveries that can only happen when you’ve accepted the chaos of their artistic process and the chaos of your own process.”

Aronofsky was influenced by Scorsese, Coppola, Friedkin and Bogdanovich—directors he refers to as his icons and whom he credits with changing the way films were made in the 1970s. He has surrounded himself with a close-knit team of colleagues on most of his films, including Libatique, and producing partner Eric Watson, both of whom he met at AFI, and composer Clint Mansell.

He came to the Conservatory to discuss The Wrestler in a seminar conducted by one of his AFI mentors, Jim Hosney.




DARREN ARONOFSKY
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November 5, 2008*

It’s a pleasure to welcome a former AFI fellow back to the campus. Darren was in the class of 1992. Could you talk about how The Wrestler came about? When I first heard about it I believe Nicolas Cage was attached to the movie.


In 2002 I got a call from Sylvester Stallone asking if I wanted to meet him. Of course! So I went up to his house and hung out and started to think it would be cool to bring Sly back to the ring. But then he started work on another Rocky film which meant we had to think of other people. Whoever played the part needed the physicality of a wrestler and the emotional surprise you always want from an actor so it’s not the same old thing you’ve seen before. I met with Mickey and he told me he’d done twelve years of therapy. It was clear to me that he was self-aware and knew where he was in the world. I trusted that he would be okay. When it became difficult to raise money with Mickey, there was a brief tango with Nic Cage. The way independent film is done in today’s messed-up world of filmmaking politics is that you have to cast a movie star, and then you go to these foreign-sales people who give you estimates, and then you go to a bank and get a loan. So it’s all about how much value a person has. And Mickey Rourke had none. In fact he might have had negative value, so it took a very long time to find the money and there was this brief window with Nic. But it was always meant to be Mickey’s role, and eventually we figured out a way to do it.
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Aronofsky with Vincent Cassel on the set of Black Swan (2010). (photo credit 2.1)



I was fascinated by the look of the film. I know your cinematographer, Maryse Alberti, had done documentaries, but she also did Todd Haynes’ Poison and Velvet Goldmine, which are so incredibly stylized. How did you work with her?


I wanted someone who could give me a documentary feel. When I was here at AFI, Stuart Rosenberg, who directed Mickey in The Pope of Greenwich Village, was my teacher. He used to talk about how there was only one place to stick the camera, how you knew where to put the camera by what the story of the scene was. That stayed with me as I worked on Pi, Requiem for a Dream and The Fountain. Let the story drive what the camera was doing. I could have shot The Wrestler many different ways, but I wanted to build a visual language out of Mickey Rourke and allow him to be free. So this whole idea of a cinéma-vérité, documentary feel emerged. It was radically different from anything I’d done before, and I was excited by it. We shot everything in thirty-five days in February and March of this year [2008] in the beautiful, glorious state of New Jersey. We edited through the summer and finished two days before the Venice Film Festival. It was a quick one. We were the last film of the festival.



It looks perfect. Just seeing those close-ups of Mickey’s face you have these memories of what this guy once looked like. I was surprised by the editing of the sequence where you think, “He spared us the violence.” Then it says, “fourteen minutes earlier,” and you really get the violence.


I had just two days to shoot that scene. It would have taken too much time to track the blood as the wounds happened. There was no way to shoot it consecutively, so I decided to go for snippets, and from that came the idea of doing these flashbacks. I’ll be honest because you’re film students, so don’t repeat it outside this room. Originally he had the heart attack in the ring and all these wrestlers come out and have a hard time carrying him. But there was just no way to control a crowd that much. We couldn’t afford SAG actors, so those were real live wrestling promotions with real wrestlers and real fans. It was like controlling a mob.



The thing with wrestlers is that they’re actors.


They were better than a lot of the day players we had. They’ve done so much acting that it was natural for them. I just had to get them to relax and have fun. Mickey helped a lot because he’s a gym rat, so he could hang out with these guys and talk shop. He was a pretty successful boxer, three fights away from a title, but he got hit in the face too many times so he quit.



How much time did you spend rehearsing with Mickey?


Mickey Rourke doesn’t rehearse. I mean, between “action” and “cut” we had a great time—it was getting Mickey to “action” that was the real work. He’s just so talented—used to coasting with his feet up on the desk—that he doesn’t really like to work. He just likes to hang out, and he’s so good that he can do that. Mickey did do a lot of preparation, a lot of training and complaining, and in the end put on thirty pounds of muscle. The thing I like to do that I’ve done with every single character I’ve directed is go through the script line by line with the actor—every single line, no matter how tedious it is. Mickey would rephrase it, because that was part of his process. He’s kind of a writer. He wants to make it come out of his own mouth and out of his own being and out of his own soul. I went over every line, line by line, with Marisa Tomei. On my past films I’ve
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